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Field Crops Newsletter:

June 2007

In General:
Most of our stored winter moisture is gone now, and we are essentially living from one shower to the next. Fortunately,
most of this area has received enough of these localized showers to prevent a complete “meltdown” of crops. A tropical storm
may be our best hope for general relief from drought; but we have to be careful what we wish for. We might get more than we
want. Right now, that’s the least of our worries. We need rain to overcome the big soil moisture deficit that exists in our area.
Corn:

Even though the “Easter Freeze” of 2007 is now a part of history, we can learn from it. The graph below shows hourly
temperature readings from the weather station located next to the corn variety trial on the Caldwell Farm in Carroll County about
five miles northeast of Vaiden. As we know only too well, temperatures dropped to extremely low levels at Easter. This data set
shows that air temperature dropped below 32 degrees F at about 6AM on Saturday, April 7, reaching a low of 29.3 degrees for
about an hour. In retrospect, we might have survived this chill by stored warmth in the soil; but the next morning, Easter Sunday
April 8, temperatures again fell into the 29 to 30 degree range from midnight until 3AM, remaining at these levels for around four
hours. The soil, already chilled, gave little if any protection to young seedlings. A relatively warm week followed; but in the
predawn hours of April 16, from 4AM until 7AM, temperatures again dropped below 32 degrees. These cold events caused major
setbacks for much of the corn in this area, and led to major replanting for many north of Highway 82. Numerous fields that were
kept now have populations ranging from 16 to 20,000 plants per acre rather than the 25 to 30,000 that existed prior to these events.
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Observations
Rather than being just a variety trial, the test area on the Caldwell farm became an opportunity to evaluate corn varieties
for cold tolerance. Sadly, some of the best performers in recent years suffered most from the cold, with what probably has been
the single most popular variety being damaged most. I have little doubt that the impact of the cold periods will be reflected in
yields when the trial is harvested; however this does not mean that some of our proven varieties should be discarded. This should
suggest that we carefully choose the varieties that will be planted very early and which should be reserved for planting later when
the threat of cold weather has decreased.

This generally shows that even the corn that was planted at or after our “recommended” planting dates of around March
20th was damaged along with corn that was planted earlier. My own observations have suggested that corn plants emerging from
seed planted at or below the 2 inch depth fared better than shallow planted corn. In most fields, the depth of individual seeds
predisposed plants either for survival or for being killed, another reason for uniform placement at the proper depth.
Since the freeze, most corn in the area has recovered well. Oldest fields are pollinating now, and grain is beginning to
develop. Later fields are progressing well, although most localities are in desperate need of rain. On Friday and Saturday, June 1
and 2, much of the area received rain, with amounts ranging from one half inch to just under two inches. This rain will give us a
few days of relief, but without more rain much of the area will be dry again within a week or so.
Pest levels in corn have been generally low, with isolated incidence of stinkbug damage, and worm feeding in whorls.
The presence of disease is relatively low, as may be expected with dry weather. Southwestern corn borer trap captures have been
very low so far, with only 3 traps in my area showing more than 2 or 3 per week. SWCB trap captures will likely increase; but I
will be very surprised to see high numbers.
We are on track for good yields if we can continue to get enough rain. From what I have seen so far, I would rather have
dryland no-till corn than irrigated corn this year because of the high cost of fuel; however that opinion could change quickly if
rains fail to arrive during the next few days.
My guess is that corn harvesting will begin around August 10, with some being cut and dried prior to that date. From
what I have seen, many of you are preparing new storage and refurbishing old storage. If we get reasonably good rainfall, we are
on track to need every storage space available. This is a good time to brush up on your knowledge of grain storage, drying, and
aeration. If I can help, please call.
Soybeans:
The relatively few soybeans we have are growing and developing well. Most fields are at R1 and R2 stages – blooming.
Vegetative growth seems somewhat suppressed; and some fields planted on light-textured soils have shown the turned-leaf
indication of temporary drought stress in the afternoons during the last week of May. With the arrival of rain over most of the area
on June 1, and the prediction of more for June 2 and 3 these fields will revive and continue rapid development.
Disease symptoms developed early in some situations, with abnormally early incidence of Cercospera, and in some cases
Ascochyta. I’ve had difficulty understanding the reason for this early appearance of Cercospera, the likely cause being that the
disease may have been present on seed that were grown last year. As for Ascochyta, commonly known as “wet weather blight”,
it’s difficult to understand how this has appeared in the worst early-season drought we have experienced in many years. It could
have been triggered by one rainfall event, aggravated by the abnormally cool night temperatures we have experienced. I really
don’t know, and have not heard a good explanation from anyone else. A few fields have been treated with fungicides.
Many soybean fields will soon reach the R3 stage when small pods are visible, and when we normally recommend the
yield enhancement application of fungicide. My thought on this is to use a combination material including both strobilurin and
triazole fungicides. Another method might be to wait until R4 when the small seeds begin to fill to make the application as a way
of buying a little more time.
Insect pressure has also been light so far, with very low levels of leaf beetles, three-cornered alfalfa leafhoppers,
stinkbugs, grasshoppers, and loopers in the fields I have scouted. As a prudent measure, I suggest you consider adding Dimilin at
the rate of 2 ounces per acre to your yield-enhancement application as a means of reducing the development of worm pests and
grasshoppers.
Cotton:

Cotton has had a very tough time getting started this year. Cool nights with temperatures in the low to mid sixties and
daytime temperatures in the mid eighties have produced many days with DD60 Heat Unit accumulation around 12 to 15 units
when cotton really needs night temperatures that approach seventy and daytime temperatures in the high eighties that will produce
20 to 24 Heat Unit days.
The combination of drought and cool temperature has brought on one of the worst thrips infestations I have ever seen.
Even with very low in-field reproduction, enough adults have entered fields from surrounding habitat that has dried up to cause
serious damage to seedling cotton. Most fields have required treatment, including those planted with insecticide-treated seed.
Some fields have required as many as 3 and even 4 applications of insecticide to control thrips. This may be regarded by some as
a failure of the seed treatment; however the huge numbers of adult thrips that have entered fields has been sufficient to cause a lot
of damage even in the presence of seed treatments. The fact that we have seen very low in-field reproduction of thrips suggests to
me that the products have worked to some degree, but not well enough to deal with the numbers of entering adults.
Seedling disease has caused at least some stand loss in most fields. All the players seem to be present, including
Rhizoctonia, Pythium, Furarium, Thelaviopsis (black root) and possibly even some uncommon ones like Sclerotinia (white mold)
and Macrophomena (causes charcoal rot). Some of these have not been confirmed completely yet; but plants have died from
symptoms we don’t normally see.

One big problem I have noticed with cotton seedling survival and growth this year has been that many people, including
myself, did not take into full consideration the fact that no-till fields warm up slower than tilled fields. The few degrees lower soil
temperature in no-till fields has this year apparently caused seedling disease to be more severe. The same diseases are present in
tilled fields as well, only to a lesser degree. Diseases are especially severe in low-lying portions of fields where cool air tends to
settle. Higher ground has fared much better.
Wheat:

The same discussion about the cold events at Easter can be applied to wheat. Fortunately, wheat can tolerate slightly
lower temperature than corn. According to several sources, wheat is damaged when temperature drops below 28 degrees, which is
only one or two degrees below the levels recorded at the weather station on the Caldwell Farm at Vaiden. The validity of this
statement is proven by the fact that some varieties of corn there were damaged by the low temperatures; but wheat only a few
yards away was apparently not damaged and is now being harvested. Most fields of wheat north of our area were severely
damaged by the freeze, and extensive damage occurred in other states north of us.
The wheat that survived the freeze is producing some of the highest yields we have recorded in our area. Except for the
close call with freezing, this has been a good year for wheat which enjoys fairly dry weather, cool temperatures, low humidity, and
plenty of sunshine. If not for the great amount of wheat lost, this might have been the best year on record for southern wheat;
however for many it has been a disaster.
A concern for those who want to plant wheat this fall may the availability of planting seed. Some seed companies are
already providing statements about their expected availability of seed. It appears that the planting seed supply may be in good
shape, but if I were planning to grow wheat I would book seed now.
In Conclusion:
I hope that by the time you read this letter you will have received enough rain to make you feel better about the prospects
for good yields this year. With the huge corn crop planted this year, our area is more vulnerable to the variability of weather than
we would have been at this point with cotton. Last year proved that corn can be grown with less rain than we wanted; but I know
we all would prefer to have a little better safety margin in the moisture department. The only thing we can do now is keep our
faith and face it one day at a time.
Sincerely,

Ernest H. Flint, Ph.D., CCA
Area Agent – Agronomic Crops
Upcoming Events:
July 12: Research and Demonstration Tour – Pontotoc Branch Station
July 14: Annual Boll Weevil Management Meeting – Grenada
July 19: Agronomic Crops Field Day – Delta Research and Extension Center (8AM – 2PM)

